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Battle Royal
Ralph Ellison

It goes a long way back, some twenty years. All my life | had been looking for
something, and everywhere | turned someone tried to tell me what it was. | accepted
their answers too, though they were often in contradiction and even self-contradictory. |
was naive. | was looking for myself and asking everyone except myself questions which |,
and only |, could answer. It took me a long time and much painful boomeranging of my
expectations to achieve a realization everyone else appears to have been born with:
That | am nobody but myself. But first | had to discover that | am an invisible man!

And yet | am no freak of nature, nor of history. | was in the cards, other things
having been equal (or unequal) eighty-five years ago. | am not ashamed of my
grandparents for having been slaves. | am only ashamed of myself for having at one time
been ashamed. About eighty-five years ago they were told they were free, united with
others of our country in everything pertaining to the common good, and, in everything
social, separate like the fingers of the hand. And they believed it. They exulted in it. They
stayed in their place, worked hard, and brought up my father to do the same. But my
grandfather is the one. He was an odd old guy, my grandfather, and | am told | take after
him. It was he who caused the trouble. On his deathbed he called my father to him and

said, "Son, after I'm gone | want you to keep up the good fight. | never told you, but our
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life is a war and | have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy's country ever
since | give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the lion's
mouth. | want you to overcome 'em with yeses, undermine 'em with grins, agree 'em to
death and destruction, let 'em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open." They
thought the old man had gone out of his mind. He had been the meekest of men. The
younger children were rushed from the room, the shades drawn and the flame of the
lamp turned so low that it sputtered on the wick like the old man's breathing. "Learn it
to the younguns," he whispered fiercely; then he died.

But my folks were more alarmed over his last words than over his dying. It was as
though he had not died at all, his words caused so much anxiety. | was warned
emphatically to forget what he had said and, indeed, this is the first time it has been
mentioned outside the family circle. It had a tremendous effect upon me, however. |
could never be sure of what he meant. Grandfather had been a quiet old man who
never made any trouble, yet on his deathbed he had called himself a traitor and a spy,
and he had spoken of his meekness as a dangerous activity. It became a constant puzzle
which lay unanswered in the back of my mind. And whenever things went well for me |
remembered my grandfather and felt guilty and uncomfortable. It was as though | was
carrying out his advice in spite of myself. And to make it worse, everyone loved me for
it. | was praised by the most lily-white men in town. | was considered an example of
desirable con- duct-just as my grandfather had been. And what puzzled me was that the
old man had defined it as treachery. When | was praised for my conduct | felt a guilt that
in some way | was doing something that was really against the wishes of the white folks,
that if they had understood they would have desired me to act just the opposite, that |
should have been sulky and mean, and that that really would have been what they
wanted, even though they were fooled and thought they wanted me to act as | did. It
made me afraid that some day they would look upon me as a traitor and | would be lost.
Still | was more afraid to act any other way because they didn't like that at all. The old
man's words were like a curse. On my graduation day | delivered an oration in which |

showed that humility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of progress. (Not that |
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believed this-how could |, remembering my grandfather?—I only believed that it
worked.) It was a great success. Everyone praised me and | was invited to give the
speech at a gathering of the town's leading white citizens. It was a triumph for the
whole community.

It was in the main ballroom of the leading hotel. When | got there | discovered
that it was on the occasion of a smoker, and | was told that since | was to be there
anyway | might as well take part in the battle royal to be fought by some of my
schoolmates as part of the entertainment. The battle royal came first.

All of the town's big shots were there in their tuxedoes, wolfing down the buffet
foods, drinking beer and whiskey and smoking black cigars. It was a large room with a
high ceiling. Chairs were arranged in neat rows around three sides of a portable boxing
ring. The fourth side was clear, revealing a gleaming space of polished floor. | had some
misgivings over the battle royal, by the way. Not from a distaste for fighting but because
| didn't care too much for the other fellows who were to take part. They were tough
guys who seemed to have no grandfather's curse worrying their minds. No one could
mistake their toughness. And besides, | suspected that fighting a battle royal might
detract from the dignity of my speech. In those pre-invisible days | visualized myself as a
potential Booker T. Washington. But the other fellows didn't care too much for me
either, and there were nine of them. | felt superior to them in my way, and | didn't like
the manner in which we were all crowded together in the servants' elevator. Nor did
they like my being there. In fact, as the warmly lighted floors flashed past the elevator
we had words over the fact that I, by taking part in the fight, had knocked one of their
friends out of a night's work.

We were led out of the elevator through a rococo hall into an anteroom and told
to get into our fighting togs. Each of us was issued a pair of boxing gloves and ushered
out into the big mirrored hall, which we entered looking cautiously about us and
whispering, lest we might accidentally be heard above the noise of the room. It was
foggy with cigar smoke. And already the whiskey was taking effect. | was shocked to see

some of the most important men of the town quite tipsy. They were all there-bankers,
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lawyers, judges, doctors, fire chiefs, teachers, merchants. Even one of the more
fashionable pastors. Something we could not see was going on up front. A clarinet was
vibrating sensuously and the men were standing up and moving eagerly forward. We
were a small tight group, clustered together, our bare upper bodies touching and
shining with anticipatory sweat: while up front the big shots were becoming increasingly
excited over something we still could not see. Suddenly | heard the school
superintendent, who had told me to come, yell, "Bring up the shines, gentlemen! Bring
up the little shines!"

We were rushed up to the front of the ballroom, where it smelled even more
strongly of tobacco and whiskey. Then we were pushed into place. | almost wet my
pants. A sea of faces, some hostile, some amused, ringed around us, and in the center,
facing us, stood a magnificent blonde—stark naked. There was dead silence. | felt a blast
of cold air chill me. | tried to back away, but they were behind me and around me. Some
of the boys stood with lowered heads, trembling. | felt a wave of irrational guilt and
fear. My teeth chattered, my skin turned to goose flesh, my knees knocked. Yet | was
strongly attracted and looked in spite of myself. Had the price of looking been blindness,
| would have looked. The hair was yellow like that of a circus kewpie doll, the face
heavily powdered and rouged, as though to form an abstract mask, the eyes hollow and
smeared a cool blue, the color of a baboon's butt. | felt a desire to spit upon her as my
eyes brushed slowly over her body. Her breasts were firm and round as the domes of
East Indian temples, and | stood so close as to see the fine skin texture and beads of
pearly perspiration glistening like dew around the pink and erected buds of her nipples. |
wanted at one and the same time to run from the room, to sink through the floor, or go
to her and cover her from my eyes and the eyes of the others with my body; to feel the
soft thighs, to caress her and destroy her, to love her and to murder her, to hide from
her, and yet to stroke where below the small American flag tattooed upon her belly her
thighs formed a capital V. | had a notion that of all in the room she saw only me with her

impersonal eyes.
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And then she began to dance, a slow sensuous movement; the smoke of a
hundred cigars clinging to her like the thinnest of veils. She seemed like a fair bird-girl
girdled in veils calling to me from the angry surface of some gray and threatening sea. |
was transported. Then | became aware of the clarinet playing and the big shots yelling at
us. Some threatened us if we looked and others if we did not. On my right | saw one boy
faint. And now a man grabbed a silver pitcher from a table and stepped close as he
dashed ice water upon him and stood him up and forced two of us to support him as his
head hung and moans issued from his thick bluish lips. Another boy began to plead to go
home. He was the largest of the group, wearing dark red fighting trunks much too small
to conceal the erection which projected from him as though in answer to the insinuating
low-registered moaning of the clarinet. He tried to hide himself with his boxing gloves.

And all the while the blonde continued dancing, smiling faintly at the big shots
who watched her with fascination, and faintly smiling at our fear. | noticed a certain
merchant who followed her hungrily, his lips loose and drooling. He was a large man
who wore diamond studs in a shirtfront which swelled with the ample paunch
underneath, and each time the blonde swayed her undulating hips he ran his hand
through the thin hair of his bald head and, with his arms upheld, his posture clumsy like
that of an intoxicated panda, wound his belly in a slow and obscene grind. This creature
was completely hypnotized. The music had quickened. As the dancer flung herself about
with a detached expression on her face, the men began reaching out to touch her. |
could see their beefy fingers sink into her soft flesh. Some of the others tried to stop
them and she began to move around the floor in graceful circles, as they gave chase,
slipping and sliding over the polished floor. It was mad. Chairs went crashing, drinks
were spilt, as they ran laughing and howling after her. They caught her just as she
reached a door, raised her from the floor, and tossed her as college boys are tossed at a
hazing, and above her red, fixed-smiling lips | saw the terror and disgust in her eyes,
almost like my own terror and that which | saw in some of the other boys. As | watched,

they tossed her twice and her soft breasts seemed to flatten against the air and her legs
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flung wildly as she spun. Some of the more sober ones helped her to escape. And |
started off the floor, heading for the anteroom with the rest of the boys.

Some were still crying and in hysteria. But as we tried to leave we were stopped
and ordered to get into the ring. There was nothing to do but what we were told. All ten
of us climbed under the ropes and allowed ourselves to be blindfolded with broad bands
of white cloth. One of the men seemed to feel a bit sympathetic and tried to cheer us up
as we stood with our backs against the ropes. Some of us tried to grin. "See that boy
over there?" one of the men said. "l want you to run across at the bell and give it to him
right in the belly. If you don't get him, I'm going to get you. | don't like his looks." Each of
us was told the same. The blindfolds were put on. Yet even then | had been going over
my speech. In my mind each word was as bright as a flame. | felt the cloth pressed into
place, and frowned so that it would be loosened when | relaxed.

But now | felt a sudden fit of blind terror. | was unused to darkness, it was as
though | had suddenly found myself in a dark room filled with poisonous cottonmouths.
| could hear the bleary voices yelling insistently for the battle royal to begin.

"Get going in there!"

"Let me at that big nigger!"

| strained to pick up the school superintendent's voice, as though to squeeze
some security out of that slightly more familiar sound.

"Let me at those black sonsabitches!" someone yelled.

"No, Jackson, no!" another voice yelled. "Here, somebody, help me hold Jack."

"I want to get at that ginger-colored nigger. Tear him limb from limb," the first
voice yelled.

| stood against the ropes trembling. For in those days | was what they called
ginger-colored, and he sounded as though he might crunch me between his teeth like a
crisp ginger cookie.

Quite a struggle was going on. Chairs were being kicked about and | could hear
voices grunting as with terrific effort. | wanted to see, to see more desperately than ever

before. But the blindfold was as tight as a thick skin, puckering scab and when | raised
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my gloved hands to push the layers of white aside a voice yelled, “Oh, no you don't,
black bastard! Leave that alone!"

"Ring the bell before Jackson kills him a coon!" someone boomed in the sudden
silence. And | heard the bell clang and the sound of the feet scuffling forward.

A glove smacked against my head. | pivoted, striking out stiffly as someone went
past, and felt the jar ripple along the length of my arm to my shoulder. Then it seemed
as though all nine of the boys had turned upon me at once. Blows pounded me from all
sides while | struck out as best | could. So many blows landed upon me that | wondered
if | were not the only blindfolded fighter in the ring, or if the man called Jackson hadn't
succeeded in getting me after all.

Blindfolded, | could no longer control my motions. | had no dignity. | stumbled
about like a baby or a drunken man. The smoke had become thicker and with each new
blow it seemed to sear and further restrict my lungs. My saliva became like hot bitter
glue. A glove connected with my head, filling my mouth with warm blood. It was
everywhere. | could not tell if the moisture | felt upon my body was sweat or blood. A
blow landed hard against the nape of my neck. | felt myself going over, my head hitting
the floor. Streaks of blue light filled the black world behind the blindfold. | lay prone,
pretending that | was knocked out, but felt myself seized by hands and yanked to my
feet. "Get going, black boy! Mix it up!" My arms were like lead, my head smarting from
blows. | managed to feel my way to the ropes and held on, trying to catch my breath. A
glove landed in my midsection and | went over again, feeling as though the smoke had
become a knife jabbed into my guts. Pushed this way and that by the legs milling around
me, | finally pulled erect and discovered that | could see the black, sweat- washed forms
weaving in the smoky, blue atmosphere like drunken dancers weaving to the rapid
drume-like thuds of blows.

Everyone fought hysterically. It was complete anarchy. Everybody fought
everybody else. No group fought together for long. Two, three, four, fought one, then
turned to fight each other, were themselves attacked. Blows landed below the belt and

in the kidney, with the gloves open as well as closed, and with my eye partly opened
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now there was not so much terror. | moved carefully, avoiding blows, although not too
many to attract attention, fighting group to group. The boys groped about like blind,
cautious crabs crouching to protect their midsections, their heads pulled in short against
their shoulders, their arms stretched nervously before them, with their fists testing the
smoke-filled air like the knobbed feelers of hypersensitive snails. In one comer |
glimpsed a boy violently punching the air and heard him scream in pain as he smashed
his hand against a ring post. For a second | saw him bent over holding his hand, then
going down as a blow caught his unprotected head. | played one group against the
other, slipping in and throwing a punch then stepping out of range while pushing the
others into the melee to take the blows blindly aimed at me. The smoke was agonizing
and there were no rounds, no bells at three minute intervals to relieve our exhaustion.
The room spun round me, a swirl of lights, smoke, sweating bodies surrounded by tense
white faces. | bled from both nose and mouth, the blood spattering upon my chest.

The men kept yelling, "Slug him, black boy! Knock his guts out!"

"Uppercut him! Kill him! Kill that big boy!"

Taking a fake fall, | saw a boy going down heavily beside me as though we were
felled by a single blow, saw a sneaker-clad foot shoot into his groin as the two who had
knocked him down stumbled upon him. | rolled out of range, feeling a twinge of nausea.

The harder we fought the more threatening the men became. And yet, | had
begun to worry about my speech again. How would it go? Would they recognize my
ability? What would they give me?

| was fighting automatically when suddenly | noticed that one after another of
the boys was leaving the ring. | was surprised, filled with panic, as though | had been left
alone with an unknown danger. Then | understood. The boys had arranged it among
themselves. It was the custom for the two men left in the ring to slug it out for the
winner's prize. | discovered this too late. When the bell sounded two men in tuxedoes
leaped into the ring and removed the blindfold. | found myself facing Tatlock, the
biggest of the gang. | felt sick at my stomach. Hardly had the bell stopped ringing in my

ears than it clanged again and | saw him moving swiftly toward me. Thinking of nothing
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else to do | hit him smash on the nose. He kept coming, bringing the rank sharp violence
of stale sweat. His face was a black blank of a face, only his eyes alive-with hate of me
and aglow with a feverish terror from what had happened to us all. | became anxious. |
wanted to deliver my speech and he came at me as though he meant to beat it out

of me. | smashed him again and again, taking his blows as they came. Then on a sudden
impulse | struck him lightly and we clinched. | whispered, "Fake like | knocked you out,
you can have the prize."

"I'll break your behind," he whispered hoarsely.

"For them?"

"For me, sonafabitch!”

They were yelling for us to break it up and Tatlock spun me half around with a
blow, and as a joggled camera sweeps in a reeling scene, | saw the howling red faces
crouching tense beneath the cloud of blue-gray smoke. For a moment the world
wavered, unraveled, flowed, then my head cleared and Tatlock bounced before me.
That fluttering shadow before my eyes was his jabbing left hand. Then falling forward,
my head against his damp shoulder, | whispered.

"I'll/make it five dollars more."

"Go to hell!"

But his muscles relaxed a trifle beneath my pressure and | breathed, "Seven?"

"Give it to your ma," he said, ripping me beneath the heart.

And while I still held him | butted him and moved away. | felt myself bombarded
with punches. | fought back with hopeless desperation. | wanted to de- liver my speech
more than anything else in the world, because | felt that only these men could judge
truly my ability, and now this stupid clown was ruining my chances. | began fighting
carefully now, moving in to punch him and out again with my greater speed. A lucky
blow to his chin and | had him going too—until | heard a loud voice yell, "l got my money
on the big boy."

Hearing this, | almost dropped my guard. | was confused: Should | try to win

against the voice out there? Would not this go against my speech, and was not this a
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moment for humility, for nonresistance? A blow to my head as | danced about sent my
right eye popping like a jack-in-the-box and settled my dilemma. The room went red as |
fell. It was a dream fall, my body languid and fastidious as to where to land, until the
floor became impatient and smashed up to meet me. A moment later | came to. An
hypnotic voice said FIVE emphatically. And | lay there, hazily watching a dark red spot of
my own blood shaping itself into a butterfly, glistening and soaking into the soiled gray
world of the canvas.

When the voice drawled TEN | was lifted up and dragged to a chair. | sat dazed.
My eye pained and swelled with each throb of my pounding heart and | wondered if
now | would be allowed to speak. | was wringing wet, my mouth still bleeding. We were
grouped along the wall now. The other boys ignored me as they congratulated Tatlock
and speculated as to how much they would be paid. One boy whimpered over his
smashed hand. Looking up front, | saw attendants in white jackets rolling the Portable
ring away and placing a small square rug in the vacant space surrounded by chain.
Perhaps, | thought, | will stand on the mg to deliver my speech.

Then the M.C. called to us. "Come on up here boys and get your money."

We ran forward to where the men laughed and talked in their chairs, waiting.
Everyone seemed friendly now.

"There it is on the rug," the man said. | saw the rug covered with coins of all
dimensions and a few crumpled bills. But what excited me, scattered here and there,
were the gold pieces.

"Boys, it's all yours," the man said. "You get all you grab."

"That's right, Sambo," a blond man said, winking at me confidentially.

| trembled with excitement, forgetting my pain. | would get the gold and the
bills. | thought. | would use both hands. | would throw my body against the boys nearest
me to block them from the gold.

"Get down around the rug now," the man commanded, "and don't anyone touch
it until | give the signal."

"This ought to be good," | heard.

10
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As told, we got around the square rug on our knees. Slowly the man raised his
freckled hand as we followed it upward with our eyes.

| heard, "These niggers look like they're about to pray!"

Then, "Ready", the man said. "Go!"

I lunged for a yellow coin lying on the blue design of the carpet, touching it and
sending a surprised shriek to join those around me. | tried frantically to remove my hand
but could not let go. A hot, violent force tore through my body, shaking me like a wet
rat. The rug was electrified. The hair bristled up on my head as | shook myself free. My
muscles jumped, my nerves jangled, writhed. But | saw that this was not stopping the
other boys. Laughing in fear and embarrassment, some were holding back and scooping
up the coins knocked off by the painful contortions of others. The men roared above us
as we struggled.

"Pick it up, goddamnit, pick it up!" someone called like a bass-voiced parrot. "Go
on, get it!"

| crawled rapidly around the floor, picking up the coins, trying to avoid the
coppers and to get greenbacks and the gold. Ignoring the shock by laughing, as | brushed
the coins off quickly, | discovered that | could contain the electricity—a contradiction
but it works. Then the men began to push us onto the rug. Laughing embarrassedly, we
struggled out of their hands and kept after the coins. We were all wet and slippery and
hard to hold. Suddenly | saw a boy lifted into the air, glistening with sweat like a circus
seat, and dropped, his wet back landing flush upon the charged rug, heard him yell and
saw him literally dance upon his back, his elbows beating a frenzied tattoo upon the
floor, his muscles twitching like the flesh of a horse stung by many flies. When be finally
rolled off, his face was gray and no one stopped him when he ran from the floor amid
booming laughter.

"Get the money," the M.C. called. "That's good hard American cash!"

And we snatched and grabbed, snatched and grabbed. | was careful not to come

too close to the rug now, and when | felt the hot whiskey breath descend upon me like a

11
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cloud of foul air | reached out and grabbed the leg of a chair. It was occupied and | held
on desperately.

"Leggo, nigger! Leggo!"

The huge face wavered down to mine as he tried to push me free. But my body
was slippery and he was too drunk. It was Mr. Colcord, who owned a chain of movie
houses and "entertainment palaces." Each time he grabbed me | slipped out of his
hands. It became a real struggle. | feared the rug more than | did the drunk, so | held on,
surprising myself for a moment by trying to topple him upon the rug. It was such an
enormous idea that | found myself actually carrying it out. | tried not to be obvious, yet
when | grabbed his leg, trying to tumble him out of the chair, he raised up roaring with
laughter, and, looking at me with soberness dead in the eye, kicked me viciously in the
chest. The chair leg flew out of my hand and | felt myself going and rolled. It was as
though | had rolled through a bed of hot coals. It seemed a whole century would pass
before | would roll free, a century in which | was seared through the deepest levels of
my body to the fearful breath within me and the breath seared and heated to the point
of explosion. It'll all be over in a flash, | thought as | rolled clear. It'll all be over in a flash.

But not yet, the men on the other side were waiting, red faces swollen as though
from apoplexy as they bent forward in their chairs. Seeing their fingers coming toward
me | rolled away as a fumbled football rolls off the receiver's finger, tips, back into the
coals. That time | luckily sent the rug sliding out of place and heard the coins ringing
against the floor and the boys scuffling to pick them up and the M.C. calling, "All right,
boys, that's all. Go get dressed and get your money."

| was limp as a dish rag. My back felt as though it had been beaten with wires.

When we had dressed the M.C. came in and gave us each five dollars, except
Tatiock, who got ten for being the last in the ring. Then he told us to leave. | was not to
get a chance to deliver my speech, | thought. | was going out into the dim alley in
despair when | was stopped and told to go back. | returned to the ballroom, where the

men were pushing back their chairs and gathering in small groups to talk.

12
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The M.C. knocked on a table for quiet. "Gentlemen," he said, "we almost forgot
an important part of the program. A most serious part, gentlemen. This boy was brought
here to deliver a speech which he made at his graduation yesterday . . ."

"Bravo!"

"I'm told that he is the smartest boy we've got out there in Greenwood. I'm told
that he knows more big words than a pocket-sized dictionary."

Much applause and laughter.

"So now, gentlemen, | want you to give him your attention."

There was still laughter as | faced them, my mouth dry, my eyes throbbing. |
began slowly, but evidently my throat was tense, because they began shouting.
"Louder! Louder!"

"We of the younger generation extol the wisdom of that great leader and
educator," | shouted, "who first spoke these flaming words of wisdom: 'A ship lost at sea
for many days suddenly sighted a friendly vessel. From the mast of the unfortunate
vessel was seen a signal: "Water, water; we die of thirst!" The answer from the friendly
vessel came back: "Cast down your bucket where you are." The captain of the distressed
vessel, at last heeding the injunction, cast down his bucket, and it came up full of fresh
sparkling water from the mouth of the Amazon River.' And like him | say, and in his
words, 'To those of my race who depend upon bettering their condition in a foreign
land, or who underestimate the importance of cultivating friendly relations with the
Southern white man, who is his next-door neighbor, | would say: "Cast down your
bucket where you are'!—cast it down in making friends in every manly way of the
people of all races by whom we are surrounded . . .""

| spoke automatically and with such fervor that | did not realize that the men
were still talking and laughing until my dry mouth, filling up with blood from the cut,
almost strangled me. | coughed, wanting to stop and go to one of the tall brass, sand-
filled spittoons to relieve myself, but a few of the men, especially the superintendent,
were listening and | was afraid. So | gulped it down, blood, saliva and all, and continued.

(What powers of endurance | had during those days! What enthusiasm! What a belief in

13
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the rightness of things!) | spoke even louder in spite of the pain. But still they talked and
still they laughed, as though deaf with cotton in dirty ears. So | spoke with greater
emotional emphasis. | closed my ears and swallowed blood until | was nauseated. The
speech seemed a hundred times as long as before, but | could not leave out a single
word. All had to be said, each memorized nuance considered, rendered. Nor was that
all. Whenever | uttered a word of three or more syllables a group of voices would yell
for me to repeat it. | used the phrase "social responsibility" and they yelled:

"What's the word you say, boy?"

"Social responsibility," | said.

"What?"

"Social .. ."

"Louder."

"...responsibility."

"More!”

"Respon—"

“Repeat!"

"---sibility."

The room filled with the uproar of laughter until, no doubt, distracted by having
to gulp down my blood, | made a mistake and yelled a phrase | had often seen
denounced in newspaper editorials, heard debated in private.

"“Social .. ."

"What?" they yelled.

"...equality—."”

The laughter hung smokelike in the sudden stillness. | opened my eyes, puzzled.
Sounds of displeasure filled the room. The M.C. rushed forward. They shouted hostile
phrases at me. But | did not understand.

A small dry mustached man in the front row blared out, “Say that slowly, son!

"What, sir?"

"What you just said!"

14
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"Social responsibility, sir,” | said.

"You weren't being smart, were you boy?" he said, not unkindly.

"No, Sir!"

"You sure that about 'equality' was a mistake?"

"Oh, yes, Sir," | said. "l was swallowing blood."

"Well, you had better speak more slowly so we can understand. We mean to do
right by you, but you've got to know your place at all times. All right, now, go on with
your speech."

| was afraid. | wanted to leave but | wanted also to speak and | was afraid they'd
snatch me down.

"T'hank you, Sir," | said, beginning where | had left off, and having them ignore
me as before.

Yet when | finished there was a thunderous applause. | was surprised to see the
superintendent come forth with a package wrapped in white tissue paper, and,
gesturing for quiet, address the men.

"Gentlemen, you see that | did not overpraise the boy. He makes a good speech
and some day he'll lead his people in the proper paths. And | don't have to tell you that
this is important in these days and times. This is a good, smart boy, and so to encourage
him in the right direction, in the name of the Board of Education | wish to present him a
prize in the form of this .. ."

He paused, removing the tissue paper and revealing a gleaming calfskin
briefcase.

"...in the form of this first-class article from Shad Whitmore's shop."

"Boy," he said, addressing me, "take this prize and keep it well. Consider it a
badge of office. Prize it. Keep developing as you are and some day it will be filled with
important papers that will help shape the destiny of your people."

| was so moved that | could hardly express my thanks. A rope of bloody saliva
forming a shape like an undiscovered continent drooled upon the leather and | wiped it

quickly away. | felt an importance that | had never dreamed.
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"Open it and see what's inside," | was told.

My fingers a-tremble, | complied, smelling fresh leather and finding an official-
looking document inside. It was a scholarship to the state college for Negroes. My eyes
filled with tears and | ran awkwardly off the floor.

| was overjoyed; | did not even mind when | discovered the gold pieces | had
scrambled for were brass pocket tokens advertising a certain make of automobile.

When | reached home everyone was excited. Next day the neighbors came to
congratulate me. | even felt safe from grandfather, whose deathbed curse usually
spoiled my triumphs. | stood beneath his photograph with my briefcase in hand and
smiled triumphantly into his stolid black peasant's face. It was a face that fascinated me.
The eyes seemed to follow everywhere | went.

That night | dreamed | was at a circus with him and that he refused to laugh at
the clowns no matter what they did. Then later he told me to open my briefcase and
read what was inside and | did, finding an official envelope stamped with the state seal:
and inside the envelope | found another and another, endlessly, and | thought | would
fall of weariness. "Them's years," he said. "Now open that one." And | did and in it |
found an engraved stamp containing a short message in letters of gold. "Read it," my
grandfather said. "Out loud."

"To Whom It May Concern," | intoned. "Keep This Nigger-Boy Running."

| awoke with the old man's laughter ringing in my ears.
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Boys and Girls

Alice Munro

My father was a fox farmer. That is, he raised silver foxes, in pens; and in the fall
and early winter, when their fur was prime, he killed them and skinned them and sold
their pelts to the Hudson's Bay Company or the Montreal Fur Traders. These companies
supplied us with heroic calendars to hang, one on each side of the kitchen door. Against
a background of cold blue sky and black pine forests and treacherous northern rivers,
plumed adventures planted the flags of England and or of France; magnificent savages
bent their backs to the portage.

For several weeks before Christmas, my father worked after supper in the cellar
of our house. The cellar was whitewashed, and lit by a hundred-watt bulb over the
worktable. My brother Laird and | sat on the top step and watched. My father removed
the pelt inside-out from the body of the fox, which looked surprisingly small, mean and
rat-like, deprived of its arrogant weight of fur. The naked, slippery bodies were collected
in a sack and buried at the dump. One time the hired man, Henry Bailey, had taken a
swipe at me with this sack, saying, "Christmas present!" My mother thought that was
not funny. In fact she disliked the whole pelting operation--that was what the killing,
skinning, and preparation of the furs was called — and wished it did not have to take
place in the house. There was the smell. After the pelt had been stretched inside-out on
a long board my father scraped away delicately, removing the little clotted webs of
blood vessels, the bubbles of fat; the smell of blood and animal fat, which the strong
primitive odor of the fox itself, penetrated all parts of the house. | found it reassuringly
seasonal, like the smell of oranges and pine needles.

Henry Bailey suffered from bronchial troubles. He would cough and cough until
his narrow face turned scarlet, and his light blue, derisive eyes filled up with tears; then
he took the lid off the stove, and, standing well back, shot out a great clot of phlegm —
hsss — straight into the heart of the flames. We admired his for this performance and for

his ability to make his stomach growl at will, and for his laughter, which was full of high
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whistlings and gurglings and involved the whole faulty machinery of his chest. It was
sometimes hard to tell what he was laughing at, and always possible that it might be us.

After we had been sent to bed we could still smell fox and still hear Henry's
laugh, but these things, reminders of the warm, safe, brightly lit downstairs world,
seemed lost and diminished, floating on the stale cold air upstairs. We were afraid at
night in the winter. We were not afraid of outside though this was the time of year when
snowdrifts curled around our house like sleeping whales and the wind harassed us all
night, coming up from the buried fields, the frozen swamp, with its old bugbear chorus
of threats and misery. We were afraid of inside, the room where we slept. At this time
upstairs of our house was not finished. A brick chimney went up on wall. In the middle
of the floor was a square hole, with a wooden railing around it; that was where the
stairs came up. On the other side of the stairwell were the things that nobody had any
use for anymore — a soldiery roll of linoleum, standing on end, a wicker baby carriage, a
fern basket, china jugs and basins with cracks in them, a picture of the Battle of
Balaclava, very sad to look at. | had told Laird, as soon as he was old enough to
understand such things, that bats and skeletons lived over there; whenever a man
escaped from the county jail, twenty miles away, | imagined that he had somehow let
himself in the window and was hiding behind the linoleum. But we had rules to keep us
safe. When the light was on, we were safe as long as we did not step off the square of
worn carpet which defined our bedroom-space; when the light was off no place was
safe but the beds themselves. | had to turn out the light kneeling on the end of my bed,
and stretching as far as | could to reach the cord.

In the dark we lay on our beds, our narrow life rafts, and fixed our eyes on the
faint light coming up the stairwell, and sang songs. Laird sang "Jingle Bells", which he
would sing any time, whether it was Christmas or not, and | sang "Danny Boy." | loved
the sound of my own voice, frail and supplicating, rising in the dark. We could make out
the tall frosted shapes of the windows now, gloomy and white. When | came to the part,

When | am dead, as dead | well may be- a fit of shivering caused not by the cold sheets
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but by pleasurable emotion almost silenced me. You'll kneel and say an Ave there above
me —What was an Ave? Every day | forgot to find out.

Laird went straight from singing to sleep. | could hear his long, satisfied, bubbly
breaths. Now for the time that remained to me, the most perfectly private and perhaps
the best time of the whole day, | arranged myself tightly under the covers and went on
with one of the stories | was telling myself from night to night. These stories were about
myself, when | had grown a little older; they took place in a world that was recognizably
mine, yet one that presented opportunities for courage, boldness, and self-sacrifice, as
mine never did. | rescued people from a bombed building (it discouraged me that the
real war had gone on so far away from Jubilee). | shot two rabid wolves who were
menacing the schoolyard (the teachers cowered terrified at my back). | rode a fine horse
spiritedly down the main street of Jubilee, acknowledging the townspeople’s gratitude
for some yet-to-be-worked-out piece of heroism (nobody ever rode a horse there,
except King Billy in the Orangemen’s Day parade). There was always riding and shooting
in these stories, though | had only been on a horse twice — bareback because we did
not own a saddle — and the second time | had slid right around and dropped under the
horse's feet; it had stepped placidly over me. | really was learning to shoot, but could

not hit anything yet, not even tin cans on fence posts.

Alive, the foxes inhabited a world my father made for them. It was surrounded
by a high guard fence, like a medieval town, with a gate that was padlocked at night.
Along the streets of this town were ranged large, sturdy pens. Each of them had a real
door that a man could go through, a wooden ramp along the wire, for the foxes to run
up and down on, and a kennel — something like a clothes chest with airholes — where
they slept where they slept and stayed in winter and had their young. There were
feeding and watering dishes attached to the wire in such a way that they could be
emptied and cleaned from the outside. The dishes were made of old tin cans, and the
ramps and kennels of odds and ends of old lumber. Everything was tidy and ingenious;

my father was tirelessly inventive and his favorite book in the world was Robinson
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Crusoe. He had fitted a tin drum on a wheelbarrow, for bringing water down to the
pens. This was my job in the summer, when the foxes had to have water twice a day.
Between nine and ten o'clock in the morning, and again after supper, | filled the drum at
the pump and trundled it down through the barnyard to the pens, where | parked it, and
filled my watering can and went along the streets. Laird came too, with his little cream
and green gardening can, filled too full and knocking against his legs and slopping water
on his canvas shoes. | had the real watering can, my father's, though | could only carry it
three-quarters full.

The foxes all had names, which were printed on a tin plate and hung beside their
doors. They were not named when they were born, but when they survived the first
year’s pelting and were added to the breeding stock. Those my father had named were
called names like Prince, Bob, Wally, and Betty. Those | had named were called Star or
Turk, or Maureen or Diana. Laird named one Maud after a hired girl we had when he
was little, one Harold after a boy at school, and one Mexico, he did not say why.

Naming them did not make pets out of them, or anything like it. Nobody but my
father ever went into the pens, and he had twice had blood-poisoning from bites. When
| was bringing them their water they prowled up and down on the paths they had made
inside their pens, barking seldom — they saved that for nighttime, when they might get
up a chorus of community frenzy--but always watching me, their eyes burning, clear
gold, in their pointed, malevolent faces. They were beautiful for their delicate legs and
heavy, aristocratic tails and the bright fur sprinkled on dark down their back — which
gave them their name — but especially for their faces, drawn exquisitely sharp in pure
hostility, and their golden eyes.

Besides carrying water | helped my father when he cut the long grass, and the
lamb's quarter and flowering money-musk, that grew between the pens. He cut with the
scythe and | raked into piles. Then he took a pitchfork and threw fresh-cut grass all over
the top of the pens, to keep the foxes cooler and shade their coats, which were
browned by too much sun. My father did not talk to me unless it was about the job we

were doing. In this he was quite different from my mother, who, if she was feeling
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cheerful, would tell me all sorts of things — the name of a dog she had had when she was
a little girl, the names of boys she had gone out with later on when she was grown up,
and what certain dresses of hers had looked like — she could not imagine now what had
become of them. Whatever thoughts and stories my father had were private, and | was
shy of him and would never ask him questions. Nevertheless | worked willingly under his
eyes, and with a feeling of pride. One time a feed salesman came down into the pens to
talk to him and my father said, "Like to have you meet my new hired hand." | turned
away and raked furiously, red in the face with pleasure.

"Could of fooled me." said the salesman. "l thought it was only a girl."

After the grass was cut, it seemed suddenly much later in the year. | walked on
stubble in the earlier evening, aware of the reddening skies, the entering silences, of fall.
When | wheeled the tank out of the gates and put padlocks on, it was almost dark. One
night at this time | saw my mother and father standing talking on the little rise of ground
we called the gangway, in front of the barn. My father had just come from the
meathouse; he had his stiff bloody apron on, and a pail of cut-up meat in his hand.

It was an odd thing to see my mother down at the barn. She did not often come
out of the house unless it was to do something — hang out the wash or dig potatoes in
the garden. She looked out of place, with her bare lumpy legs, not touched by the sun,
her apron still on and damp across the stomach from the supper dishes. Her hair was
tied up in a kerchief, wisps of it falling out. She would tie her hair up like this in the
morning, saying she did not have time to do it properly, and it would stay tied up all day.
It was true, too; she really did not have time. These days our back porch was piled with
baskets of peaches and grapes and pears, bought in town, and onions and tomatoes and
cucumbers grown at home, all waiting to be made into jelly and jam and preserves,
pickles and chili sauce. In the kitchen there was a fire in the stove all day, jars clinked in
boiling water, sometimes a cheesecloth bag was strung on a pole between two chairs
straining blue-back grape pulp for jelly. | was given jobs to do and | would sit at the table
peeling peaches that had been soaked in hot water, or cutting up onions, my eyes

smarting and streaming. As soon as | was done | ran out of the house, trying to get out

21



ENGLISH 12 — Short Stories McLean 2015

of earshot before my mother thought of what she wanted me to do next. | hated the hot
dark kitchen in summer, the green blinds and the flypapers, the same old oilcloth table
and wavy mirror and bumpy linoleum. My mother was too tired and preoccupied to talk
to me, she had no heart to tell about the Normal School Graduation Dance; sweat
trickled over her face and she was always counting under breath, pointing at jars,
dumping cups of sugar. It seemed to me that work in the house was endless, dreary, and
peculiarly depressing; work done out of doors, and in my father's service, was
ritualistically important.

| wheeled the tank up to the barn, where it was kept, and | heard my mother
saying, "Wait till Laird gets a little bigger, then you'll have a real help."

What my father said | did not hear. | was pleased by the way he stood listening,
politely as he would to a salesman or a stranger, but with an air of wanting to get on
with his real work. | felt my mother had no business down here and | wanted him to feel
the same way. What did she mean about Laird? He was no help to anybody. Where was
he now? Swinging himself sick on the swing, going around in circles, or trying to catch
caterpillars. He never once stayed with me till | was finished.

"And then | can use her more in the house," | heard my mother say. She had a
dead-quiet regretful way of talking about me that always made me uneasy. "l just get
my back turned and she runs off. It's not like | had a girl in the family at all."

| went and sat on a feed bag in the corner of the barn, not wanting to appear
when this conversation was going on. My mother, | felt, was not to be trusted. She was
kinder than my father and more easily fooled, but you could not depend on her, and the
real reasons for the things she said and did were not to be known. She loved me, and
she sat up late at night making a dress of the difficult style | wanted, for me to wear
when school started, but she was also my enemy. She was always plotting. She was
plotting now to get me to stay in the house more, although she knew | hated it (because
she knew | hated it) and keep me from working for my father. It seemed to me she
would do this simply out of perversity, and to try her power. It did not occur to me that

she could be lonely, or jealous. No grownup could be; they were too fortunate. | sat and
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kicked my heels monotonously against a feed bag, raising dust, and did not come out till
she was gone.

At any rate, | did not expect my father to pay any attention to what she said.
Who could imagine Laird doing my work — Laird remembering the padlock and cleaning
out the watering dishes with a leaf on the end of a stick, or even wheeling the tank
without it tumbling over? It showed how little my mother knew about the way things

really were.

| have forgotten to say what the foxes were fed. My father's bloody apron
reminded me. They were fed horsemeat. At this time most farmers still kept horses, and
when a horse got too old to work, or broke a leg or got down and would not get up, as
they sometimes did, the owner would call my father, and he and Henry went out to the
farm in the truck. Usually they shot and butchered the horse there, paying the farmer
from five to twelve dollars. If they had already too much meat on hand, they would
bring the horse back alive, and keep it for a few days or weeks in our stable, until the
meat was needed. After the war the farmers were buying tractors and gradually getting
rid of horses altogether, so it sometimes happened that we got a good healthy horse,
that there was just no use for any more. If this happened in the winter we might keep
the horse in our stable till spring, for we had plenty of hay and if there was a lot of snow
—and the plow did not always get our roads cleared — it was convenient to be able to go
to town with a horse and cutter.

The winter | was eleven years old we had two horses in the stable. We did not
know what names they had had before, so we called them Mack and Flora. Mack was an
old black workhorse, sooty and indifferent. Flora was a sorrel mare, a driver. We took
them both out in the cutter. Mack was slow and easy to handle. Flora was given to fits of
violent alarm, veering at cars and even at other horses, but we loved her speed and
high-stepping, her general air of gallantry and abandon. On Saturdays we went down to

the stable and as soon as we opened the door on its cozy, animal-smelling darkness
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Flora threw up her head, rolled her eyes, whinnied despairingly and pulled herself
through a crisis of nerves on the spot. It was not safe to go into her stall; she would kick.

This winter also | began to hear a great deal more on the theme my mother had
sounded when she had been talking in front of the barn. | no longer felt safe. It seemed
that in the minds of the people around me there was a steady undercurrent of thought,
not to be deflected, on this one subject. The word gir/ had formerly seemed to me
innocent and unburdened like the word child; now it appeared that it was no such thing.
A girl was not, as | had supposed, simply what | was; it was what | had to become. It was
a definition, always touched with emphasis, with reproach and disappointment. Also it
was a joke on me. Once Laird and | were fighting, and for the first time ever | had to use
all my strength against him; even so, he caught and pinned my arm for a moment, really
hurting me. Henry saw this, and laughed, saying, "Oh, that there Laird’s gonna show
you, one of these days!" Laird was getting a lot bigger. But | was getting bigger too.

My grandmother came to stay with us for a few weeks and | heard other things.
"Girls don't slam doors like that." "Girls keep their knees together when they sit down."
And worse still, when | asked some questions, "That's none of girls’ business." |
continued to slam the doors and sit as awkwardly as possible, thinking that by such
measures | kept myself free.

When spring came, the horses were let out in the barnyard. Mack stood against
the barn wall trying to scratch his neck and haunches, but Flora trotted up and down
and reared at the fences, clattering her hooves against the rails. Snow drifts dwindled
quickly, revealing the hard gray and brown earth, the familiar rise and fall of the ground,
plain and bare after the fantastic landscape of winter. There was a great feeling of
opening-out, of release. We just wore rubbers now, over our shoes; our feet felt
ridiculously light. One Saturday we went out to the stable and found all the doors open,
letting in the unaccustomed sunlight and fresh air. Henry was there, just idling around
looking at his collection of calendars which were tacked up behind the stalls in a part of

the stable my mother probably had never seen.
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"Come say goodbye to your old friend Mack?" Henry said. "Here, you give him a
taste of oats." He poured some oats into Laird’s cupped hands and Laird went to feed
Mack. Mack's teeth were in bad shape. He ate very slowly, patiently shifting the oats
around in his mouth, trying to find a stump of a molar to grind it on. "Poor old Mack,”
said Henry mournfully. "When a horse's teeth’s gone, he's gone. That's about the way.”

"Are you going to shoot him today?" | said. Mack and Flora had been in the
stables so long | had almost forgotten they were going to be shot.

Henry didn't answer me. Instead he started to sing in a high, trembly, mocking-
sorrowful voice, Oh, there's no more work, for poor Uncle Ned, he's gone where the
good darkies go. Mack's thick, blackish tongue worked diligently at Laird’s hand. | went
out before the song was ended and sat down on the gangway.

| had never seen them shoot a horse, but | knew where it was done. Last summer
Laird and | had come upon a horse's entrails before they were buried. We had thought it
was a big black snake, coiled up in the sun. That was around in the field that ran up
beside the barn. | thought that if we went inside the barn, and found a wide crack or a
knothole to look through, we would be able to see them do it. It was not something |
wanted to see; just the same, if a thing really happened it was better to see it, and
know.

My father came down from the house, carrying the gun.

"What are you doing here?" he said.

"Nothing."

"Go on up and play around the house."

He sent Laird out of the stable. | said to Laird, "Do you want to see them shoot
Mack?" and without waiting for an answer led him around to the front door of the barn,
opened it carefully, and went in. "Be quiet or they'll hear us," | said. We could hear
Henry and my father talking in the stable, then the heavy shuffling steps of Mack being
backed out of his stall.

In the loft it was cold and dark. Thin, crisscrossed beams of sunlight fell through

the cracks. The hay was low. It was a rolling country, hills and hollows, slipping under
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our feet. About four feet up was a beam going around the walls. We piled hay up in one
corner and | boosted Laird up and hoisted myself. The beam was not very wide; we
crept along it with our hands flat on the barn walls. There were plenty of knotholes, and
| found one that gave me the view | wanted — a corner of the barnyard, the gate, part of
the field. Laird did not have a knothole and began to complain.

| showed him a widened crack between two boards. "Be quiet and wait. If they
hear you you'll get us in trouble."

My father came in sight carrying the gun. Henry was leading Mack by the halter.
He dropped it and took out his cigarette papers and tobacco; he rolled cigarettes for my
father and himself. While this was going on Mack nosed around in the old, dead grass
along the fence. Then my father opened the gate and they took Mack through. Henry
led Mack away from the path to a patch of ground and they talked together, not loud
enough for us to hear. Mack again began searching for a mouthful of fresh grass, which
was not found. My father walked away in a straight line, and stopped short at a distance
which seemed to suit him. Henry was walking away from Mack too, but sideways, still
negligently holding on to the halter. My father raised the gun and Mack looked up as if
he had noticed something and my father shot him.

Mack did not collapse at once but swayed, lurched sideways and fell, first on his
side; then he rolled over on his back and, amazingly, kicked his legs for a few seconds in
the air. At this Henry laughed, as if Mack had done a trick for him. Laird, who had drawn
a long, groaning breath of surprise when the shot was fired, said out loud, "He's not
dead." And it seemed to me it might be true. But his legs stopped, he rolled on his side
again, his muscles quivered and sank. The two men walked over and looked at him in a
businesslike way; they bent down and examined his forehead where the bullet had gone
in, and now | saw his blood on the brown grass.

"Now they just skin him and cut him up," | said. "Let's go." My legs were a little
shaky and | jumped gratefully down into the hay. "Now you've seen how they shoot a
horse," | said in a congratulatory way, as if | had seen it many times before. "Let's see if

any barn cat’s had kittens in the hay." Laird jumped. He seemed young and obedient
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again. Suddenly | remembered how, when he was little, | had brought him into the barn
and told him to climb the ladder to the top beam. That was in the spring, too, when the
hay was low. | had done it out of a need for excitement, a desire for something to
happen so that | could tell about it. He was wearing a little bulky brown and white
checked coat, made down from one of mine. He went all the way up just as | told him,
and sat down on the top beam with the hay far below him on one side, and the barn
floor and some old machinery on the other. Then | ran screaming to my father, "Laird’s
up on the top beam!" My father came, my mother came, my father went up the ladder
talking very quietly and brought Laird down under his arm, at which my mother leaned
against the ladder and began to cry. They said to me, "Why weren't you watching him?"
but nobody ever knew the truth. Laird did not know enough to tell. But whenever | saw
the brown and white checked coat hanging in the closet, or at the bottom of the rag
bag, which was where it ended up, | felt a weight in my stomach, the sadness of
unexorcised guilt.

| looked at Laird, who did not even remember this, and | did not like the look on
this thin, winter-paled face. His expression was not frightened or upset, but remote,
concentrating. "Listen," | said in an unusually bright and friendly voice, "you aren't going
to tell, are you?"

"No," he said absently.

"Promise."

"Promise," he said. | grabbed the hand behind his back to make sure he was not
crossing his fingers. Even so, he might have a nightmare; it might come out that way. |
decided | had better work hard to get all thoughts of what he had seen out of his mind —
which, it seemed to me, could not hold very many things at a time. | got some money |
had saved and that afternoon we went into Jubilee and saw a show, with Judy Canova,
at which we both laughed a great deal. After that | thought it would be all right.

Two weeks later | knew they were going to shoot Flora. | knew from the night

before, when | heard my mother ask if the hay was holding out all right, and my father
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said, "Well, after tomorrow there'll just be the cow, and we should be able to put her
out to grass in another week." So | knew it was Flora's turn in the morning.

This time | didn't think of watching it. That was something to see just one time. |
had not thought about it very often since, but sometimes when | was busy, working at
school, or standing in front of the mirror combing my hair and wondering if | would be
pretty when | grew up, the whole seen would flash into my mind: | would see the easy,
practiced way my father raised the gun, and hear Henry laughing when Mack kicked his
legs in the air. | did not have any great feelings of horror and opposition, such as a city
child might have had; | was too used to seeing the death of animals as a necessity by
which we lived. Yet | felt a little ashamed, and there was a new wariness, a sense of
holding-off, in my attitude to my father and his work.

It was a fine day, and we were going around the yard picking up tree branches
that had been torn off in winter storms. This was something we had been told to do,
and also we wanted to use them to make a teepee. We heard Flora whinny, and then
my father's voice and Henry's shouting, and we ran down to the barnyard to see what
was going on.

The stable door was open. Henry had just brought Flora out, and she had broken
away from him. She was running free in the barnyard, from one end to the other. We
climbed up on the fence. It was exciting to see her running, whinnying, going up on her
hind legs, prancing and threatening like a horse in a Western movie, an unbroken ranch
horse, though she was just an old driver, an old sorrel mare. My father and Henry ran
after her and tried to grab the dangling halter. They tried to work her into a corner, and
they had almost succeeded when she made a run between them, wild-eyed, and
disappeared round the corner of the barn. We heard the rails clatter down as she got
over the fence, and Henry yelled. "She's into the field now!"

That meant she was in the long L-shaped field that ran up by the house. If she
got around the center, heading towards the lane, the gate was open; the truck had been
driven into the filed this morning. My father shouted to me, because | was on the other

side of the fence, nearest the lane, "Go shut the gate!"
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| could run very fast. | ran across the garden, past the tree where our swing was
hung, and jumped across a ditch into the lane. There was the open gate. She had not got
out, | could not see her up on the road; she must have run to the other end of the field.
The gate was heavy. | lifted it out of the gravel and carried it across the roadway. | had it
halfway across when she came in sight, galloping straight toward me. There was just
time to get the chain on. Laird came scrambling though the ditch to help me.

Instead of shutting the gate, | opened it as wide as | could. | did not make any
decision to do this, it was just what | did. Flora never slowed down; she galloped straight
past me, and Laird jumped up and down, yelling, "Shut it, shut it!" even after it was too
late. My father and Henry appeared in the field a moment too late to see what | had
done. They only saw Flora heading for the township road. They would think | had not
got there in time.

They did not waste any time asking about it. They went back to the barn and got
the gun and the knives they used, and put these in the truck; then they turned the truck
around and came bouncing up the field toward us. Laird called to them, "Let me got too,
let me go too!" and Henry stopped the truck and they took him in. | shut the gate after
they were all gone.

| supposed Laird would tell. | wondered what would happen to me. | had never
disobeyed my father before, and | could not understand why | had done it. Flora would
not really get away. They would catch up with her in the truck. Or if they did not catch
her this morning somebody would see her and telephone us this afternoon or
tomorrow. There was no wild country here for her to run to, only farms. What was
more, my father had paid for her, we needed the meat to feed the foxes, we needed the
foxes to make our living. All | had done was make more work for my father who worked
hard enough already. And when my father found out about it he was not going to trust
me any more; he would know that | was not entirely on his side. | was on Flora's side,
and that made me no use to anybody, not even to her. Just the same, | did not regret it;

when she came running at me | held the gate open, that was the only thing | could do.
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| went back to the house, and my mother said, "What's all the commotion?" |
told her that Flora had kicked down the fence and got away. "Your poor father," she
said, "now he'll have to go chasing over the countryside. Well, there isn't any use
planning dinner before one." She put up the ironing board. | wanted to tell her, but
thought better of it and went upstairs and sat on my bed.

Lately | had been trying to make my part of the room fancy, spreading the bed
with old lace curtains, and fixing myself a dressing table with some leftovers of cretonne
for a skirt. | planned to put up some kind of barricade between my bed and Laird’s, to
keep my section separate from his. In the sunlight, the lace curtains were just dusty
rags. We did not sing at night any more. One night when | was singing Laird said, "You
sound silly," and | went right on but the next night | did not start. There was not so much
need to anyway, we were no longer afraid. We knew it was just old furniture over there,
old jumble and confusion. We did not keep to the rules. | still stayed away after Laird
was asleep and told myself stories, but even in these stories something different was
happening, mysterious alterations took place. A story might start off in the old way, with
a spectacular danger, a fire or wild animals, and for a while | might rescue people; then
things would change around, and instead, somebody would be rescuing me. It might be
a boy from our class at school, or even Mr. Campbell, our teacher, who tickled girls
under the arms. And at this point the story concerned itself at great length with what |
looked like — how long my hair was, and what kind of dress | had on; by the time | had
these details worked out the real excitement of the story was lost.

It was later than one o'clock when the truck came back. The tarpaulin was over
the back, which meant there was meat in it. My mother had to heat dinner up all over
again. Henry and my father had changed from their bloody overalls into ordinary
working overalls in the barn, and they washed arms and necks and faces at the sink, and
splashed water on their hair and combed it. Laird lifted his arm to show off a streak of
blood. "We shot old Flora," he said, "and cut her up in fifty pieces."

"Well I don't want to hear about it," my mother said. "And don't come to my

table like that."
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My father made him go wash the blood off.

We sat down and my father said grace and Henry pasted his chewing gum on the
end of his fork, the way he always did; when he took it off he would have us admire the
pattern. We began to pass the bowls of steaming, overcooked vegetables. Laird looked
across the table at me and said proudly distinctly, "Anyway it was her fault Flora got
away."

"What?" my father said.

"She could of shut the gate and she didn't. She just open’ it up and Flora ran
out.

"Is that right?" my father said.

Everybody at the table was looking at me. | nodded, swallowing food with great
difficulty. To my shame, tears flooded my eyes.

My father made a curt sound of disgust. "What did you do that for?"

| did not answer. | put down my fork and waited to be sent from the table, still
not looking up.

But this did not happen. For some time nobody said anything, then Laird said
matter-of-factly, "She's crying."

"Never mind," my father said. He spoke with resignation, even good humor the
words which absolved and dismissed me for good. "She's only a girl," he said

| didn't protest that, even in my heart. Maybe it was true.

(1968)
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D’Sonoqua

Emily Carr

| was sketching in a remote Indian village when | first saw her. The village was
one of those that the Indians use only for a few months in each year; the rest of the
time it stands empty and desolate. | went there in one of its empty times, in a drizzling
dusk.

When the Indian agent dumped me on the beach in front of the village, he said
“There is not a soul here. | will come back for you in two days.” Then he went away.

| had a small griffon dog with me, and also a little Indian girl, who, when she saw
the boat go away, clung to my sleeve and wailed, “I'm "fraid.”

We went up to the old deserted Mission House. At the sound of the key in the
rusty lock, rats scuttled away. The stove was broken, the wood wet. | had forgotten to
bring candles. We spread our blankets on the floor, and spent a poor night. Perhaps my
lack of sleep played its part in the shock that | got, when | saw her for the first time.

Water was in the air, half mist, half rain. The stinging nettles, higher than my
head, left their nervy smart on my ears and forehead, as | beat my way through them,
trying all the while to keep my feet on the plank walk which they hid. Big yellow slugs
crawled on the walk and slimed it. My feet slipped and | shot headlong to her very base,
for she had no feet. The nettles that were above my head reached only to her knee.

It was not the fall alone that jerked the “Oh’s” out of me, for the great wooden
image towering above me was indeed terrifying.

The nettle bed ended a few yards beyond her, and then a rocky bluff jutted out,
with waves battering it below. | scrambled up and went out on the bluff, so that | could
see the creature above the nettles. The forest was behind her, the sea in front.

Her head and trunk were carved out of, or rather into, the bole of a great red
cedar. She seemed to be part of the tree itself, as if she had grown there at its heart,
and the carver had only chipped away the outer wood so that you could see her. Her
arms were spliced and socketed to the trunk, and were flung wide in a circling,

compelling movement. Her breasts were two eagle-heads, fiercely carved. That much,

32



ENGLISH 12 — Short Stories McLean 2015

and the column of her great neck, and her strong chin, | had seen when | slithered to the
ground beneath her. Now | saw her face.

The eyes were two rounds of black, set in wider rounds of white, and placed in
deep sockets under wide, black eyebrows. Their fixed stare bored into me as if the very
life of the old cedar looked out, and it seemed that the voice of the tree itself might
have burst from that great round cavity, with projecting lips, that was her mouth: Her
ears were round, and stuck out to catch all sounds. The salt air had not dimmed the
heavy red of her trunk and arms and thighs. Her hands were black, with blunt finger-tips
painted a dazzling white. | stood looking at her for a long, long time.

The rain stopped, and white mist came up from the sea, gradually paling her
back into the forest. It was as if she belonged there, and the mist were carrying her
home. Presently the mist took the forest too, and, wrapping them both together, hid
them away.

“Who is that image?” | asked the little Indian girl, when | got back to the house.

She knew which one | meant, but to gain time, she said, “What image?”

“The terrible one, out there on the bluff.”

“ dunno,” she lied.

| never went to that village again, but the fierce wooden image often came to

me, both in my waking and in my sleeping.

Several years passed, and | was once more sketching in an Indian village. There
were Indians in this village, and in a mild backward way it was “going modern”. That is,
the Indians had pushed the forest back a little to let the sun touch the new buildings
that were replacing the old community houses. Small houses, primitive enough to a
white man’s thinking, pushed here and there between the old. Where some of the big
community houses had been torn down, for the sake of the lumber, the great corner
posts and massive roof-beams of the old structure were often left, standing naked

against the sky, and the new little house was built inside, on the spot where the old one

had been.
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It was in one of these empty skeletons that | found her again. She had once been
a supporting post for the great centre beam. Her pole-mate, representing the Raven,
stood opposite her, but the beam that had rested on their heads was gone. The two
poles faced in, and one judged the great size of the house by the distance between
them. The corner posts were still in place, and the earth floor, once beaten to the
hardness of rock by naked feet, was carpeted now with rich lush grass.

| knew her by the stuck-out ears, shouting mouth, and deep eye-sockets. These
sockets had no eye-balls, but were empty holes, filled with stare. The stare, though not
so fierce as that of the former image, was more intense. The whole figure expressed
power, weight, domination, rather than ferocity. Her feet were planted heavily on the
head of the squatting bear, carved beneath them. A man could have sat on either huge
shoulder. She was unpainted, weather-worn, sun-cracked, and the arms and hands
seemed to hang loosely. The fingers were thrust into the carven mouths of two human
heads, held crowns down. From behind, the sun made unfathomable shadows in eye,
cheek and mouth. Horror tumbled out of them.

| saw Indian Tom on the beach, and went to him.

“Who is she?”

The Indian’s eyes, coming slowly from across the sea, followed my pointing
finger. Resentment showed in his face, greeny-brown and wrinkled like a baked apple,—
resentment that white folks should pry into matters wholly Indian.

“Who is that big carved woman?” | repeated.

“D’Sonoqua.” No white tongue could have fondled the name as he did.

“Who is D’Sonoqua?”

“She is the wild woman of the woods.”

“What does she do?”

“She steals children.”

“To eat them?”

“No, she carries them to her caves; that,” pointing to a purple scar on the

mountain across the bay, “is one of her caves. When she cries ‘00-00-00-0e0’, Indian

34



ENGLISH 12 — Short Stories McLean 2015

mothers are too frightened to move. They stand like trees, and the children go with
D’Sonoqua.”

“Then she is bad?”

“Sometimes bad ... sometimes good,” Tom replied, glancing furtively at those
stuck-out ears. Then he got up and walked away.

| went back, and sitting in front of the image, gave stare for stare. But her stare
so over-powered mine, that | could scarcely wrench my eyes away from the clutch of
those empty sockets. The power that | felt was not in the thing itself, but in some
tremendous force behind it, that the carver had believed in.

A shadow passed across her hands and their gruesome holdings. A little bird,
with its beak full of nesting material, flew into the cavity of her mouth, right in the
pathway of that terrible 00-00-00-0eo0. Then my eye caught something that | had
missed—a tabby cat asleep between her feet.

This was D’Sonoqua, and she was a supernatural being, who belonged to these
Indians.

“Of course,” | said to myself,” | do not believe in supernatural beings. Still—who
understands the mysteries behind the forest? What would one do if one did meet a
supernatural being?” Half of me wished that | could meet her, and half of me hoped |
would not.

Chug—chug—the little boat had come into the bay to take me to another village,
more lonely and deserted than this. Who knew what | should see there? But soon
supernatural beings went clean out of my mind, because | was wholly absorbed in being
naturally seasick.

When you have been tossed and wracked and chilled, any wharf looks good,
even a rickety one, with its crooked legs stockinged in barnacles. Our boat nosed under
its clammy darkness, and | crawled up the straight slimy ladder, wondering which was
worse, natural seasickness, or supernatural “creeps”. The trees crowded to the very
edge of the water, and the outer ones, hanging over it, shadowed the shoreline into a

velvet smudge. D’'Sonoqua might walk in places like this. | sat for a long time on the
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damp, dusky beach, waiting for the stage. One by one dots of light popped from the
scattered cabins, and made the dark seem darker. Finally the stage came.

We drove through the forest over a long straight road, with black pine trees
marching on both sides. When we came to the wharf the little gas mail-boat was waiting
for us. Smell and blurred light oozed thickly out of the engine room, and except for one
lantern on the wharf everything else was dark. Clutching my little dog, | sat on the mail
sacks which had been tossed on to the deck.

The ropes were loosed, and we slid out into the oily black water. The moon that
had gone with us through the forest was away now. Black pine-covered mountains
jagged up on both sides of the inlet like teeth. Every gasp of the engine shook us like a
great sob. There was no rail round the deck, and the edge of the boat lay level with the
black slithering horror below. It was like being swallowed again and again by some
terrible monster, but never going down. As we slid through the water, hour after hour, |
found myself listening for the O0-o00-000€0.

Midnight brought us to a knob of land, lapped by the water on three sides, with
the forest threatening to gobble it up on the fourth. There was a rude landing, a
rooming-house, an eating-place, and a store, all for the convenience of fishermen and
loggers. | was given a room, but after | had blown out my candle, the stillness and the
darkness would not let me sleep. In the brilliant sparkle of the morning when everything
that was not superlatively blue was superlatively green, | dickered with a man who was
taking a party up the inlet that he should drop me off at the village | was headed for.

“But,” he protested, “there is nobody there.”

To myself | said, “There is D’Sonoqua.”

From the shore, as we rowed to it, came a thin feminine cry—the mewing of a
cat. The keel of the boat had barely grated in the pebbles, when the cat sprang aboard,
passed the man shipping his oars, and crouched for a spring into my lap. Leaning
forward, the man seized the creature roughly, and with a cry of “Dirty Indian vermin!”

flung her out into the sea.
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| jumped ashore, refusing his help, and with a curt “Call for me at sun-down,”
strode up the beach; the cat followed me.

When we had crossed the beach and come to a steep bank, the cat ran ahead.
Then | saw that she was no lean, ill-favoured Indian cat, but a sleek aristocratic Persian.
My snobbish little griffon dog, who usually refused to let an Indian cat come near me,
surprised me by trudging beside her in comradely fashion.

The village was typical of the villages of these Indians. It had only one street, and
that had only one side, because all the houses faced the beach. The two community
houses were very old, dilapidated and bleached, and the Landful of other shanties
seemed never to have been young; they had grown so old before they were finished,
that it was then not worth while finishing them.

Rusty padlocks carefully protected the gaping walls. There was the usual broad
plank in front of the houses, the general sitting and sunning place for Indians. Little
streams ran under it, and weeds poked up through every crack, half hiding the
companies of tins, kettles, and rags, which patiently waited for the next gale and their
next move. In front of the Chief’s house was a high, carved totem pole, surmounted by a
large wooden eagle. Storms had robbed him of both wings, and his head had a resentful
twist, as if he blamed somebody. The heavy wooden heads of two squatting bears
peered over the nettle-tops. The windows were too high for peeping in or out. “But,
save D’Sonoqua, who is there to peep?” | said aloud, just to break the silence. A fierce
sun burned down as if it wanted to expose every ugliness and forlorness. It drew the
noxious smell out of the skunk cabbages, growing in the rich black ooze of the stream,
scummed the waterbarrels with green slime, and branded the desolation into my very
soul.

The cat kept very close, rubbing and bumping itself and purring ecstatically; and
although | had not seen them come, two more cats had joined us. When | sat down they
curled into my lap, and then the strangeness of the place did not bite into me so deeply.

| got up, determined to look behind the houses.

37



ENGLISH 12 — Short Stories McLean 2015

Nettles grew in the narrow spaces between the houses. | beat them down; and
made my way over the bruised dark-smelling mass into a space of low jungle. Long ago
the trees had been felled and left lying. Young forest had burst through the slash,
making an impregnable barrier, and sealing up the secrets which lay behind it. An eagle
flew out of the forest, circled the village, and flew back again.

Once again | broke silence, calling after him, “Tell D’Sonoqua—" and turning, saw
her close, towering above me in the jungle.

Like the D’Sonoqua of the other villages she was carved into the bole of a red
cedar tree. Sun and storm had bleached the wood, moss here and there softened the
crudeness of the modelling; sincerity underlay every stroke.

She appeared to be neither wooden nor stationary, but a singing spirit, young
and fresh, passing through the jungle. No violence coarsened her; no power domineered
to wither her. She was graciously feminine. Across her forehead her creator had
fashioned the Sistheutl, or mythical two-headed sea-serpent. One of its heads fell to
either shoulder, hiding the stuck-out ears, and framing her face from a central parting
on her forehead which seemed to increase its womanliness.

She caught your breath, this D’Sonoqua, alive in the dead bole of the cedar. She
summed up the depth and charm of the whole forest, driving away its menace.

| sat down to sketch. What was the noise of purring and rubbing going on about
my feet? Cats. | rubbed my eyes to make sure | was seeing right, and counted a dozen of
them. They jumped into my lap and sprang to my shoulders. They were real—and very
feminine.

There we were—D’Sonoqua, the cats and I—the woman who only a few
moments ago had forced herself to come behind the houses in trembling fear of the
“wild woman of the woods” —wild in the sense that forest-creatures are wild—shy,

untouchable.

(1941)
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A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings

Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez

On the third day of rain they had killed so many crabs inside the house that
Pelayo had to cross his drenched courtyard and throw them into the sea, because the
newborn child had a temperature all night and they thought it was due to the stench.
The world had been sad since Tuesday. Sea and sky were a single ash-gray thing and the
sands of the beach, which on March nights glimmered like powdered light, had become
a stew of mud and rotten shellfish. The light was so weak at noon that when Pelayo was
coming back to the house after throwing away the crabs, it was hard for him to see what
it was that was moving and groaning in the rear of the courtyard. He had to go very
close to see that it was an old man, a very old man, lying face down in the mud, who, in

spite of his tremendous efforts, couldn’t get up, impeded by his enormous wings.

Frightened by that nightmare, Pelayo ran to get Elisenda, his wife, who was
putting compresses on the sick child, and he took her to the rear of the courtyard. They
both looked at the fallen body with a mute stupor. He was dressed like a ragpicker.
There were only a few faded hairs left on his bald skull and very few teeth in his mouth,
and his pitiful condition of a drenched great-grandfather took away any sense of
grandeur he might have had. His huge buzzard wings, dirty and half-plucked, were
forever entangled in the mud. They looked at him so long and so closely that Pelayo and
Elisenda very soon overcame their surprise and in the end found him familiar. Then they
dared speak to him, and he answered in an incomprehensible dialect with a strong
sailor’s voice. That was how they skipped over the inconvenience of the wings and quite
intelligently concluded that he was a lonely castaway from some foreign ship wrecked
by the storm. And yet, they called in a neighbor woman who knew everything about life

and death to see him, and all she needed was one look to show them their mistake.
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“He’s an angel,” she told them. “He must have been coming for the child, but the

poor fellow is so old that the rain knocked him down.”

On the following day everyone knew that a flesh-and-blood angel was held
captive in Pelayo’s house. Against the judgment of the wise neighbor woman, for whom
angels in those times were the fugitive survivors of a celestial conspiracy, they did not
have the heart to club him to death. Pelayo watched over him all afternoon from the
kitchen, armed with his bailiff’s club, and before going to bed he dragged him out of the
mud and locked him up with the hens in the wire chicken coop. In the middle of the
night, when the rain stopped, Pelayo and Elisenda were still killing crabs. A short time
afterward the child woke up without a fever and with a desire to eat. Then they felt
magnanimous and decided to put the angel on a raft with fresh water and provisions for
three days and leave him to his fate on the high seas. But when they went out into the
courtyard with the first light of dawn, they found the whole neighborhood in front of
the chicken coop having fun with the angel, without the slightest reverence, tossing him
things to eat through the openings in the wire as if he weren’t a supernatural creature

but a circus animal.

Father Gonzaga arrived before seven o’clock, alarmed at the strange news. By
that time onlookers less frivolous than those at dawn had already arrived and they were
making all kinds of conjectures concerning the captive’s future. The simplest among
them thought that he should be named mayor of the world. Others of sterner mind felt
that he should be promoted to the rank of five-star general in order to win all wars.
Some visionaries hoped that he could be put to stud in order to implant the earth a race
of winged wise men who could take charge of the universe. But Father Gonzaga, before
becoming a priest, had been a robust woodcutter. Standing by the wire, he reviewed his
catechism in an instant and asked them to open the door so that he could take a close
look at that pitiful man who looked more like a huge decrepit hen among the fascinated

chickens. He was lying in the corner drying his open wings in the sunlight among the
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fruit peels and breakfast leftovers that the early risers had thrown him. Alien to the
impertinences of the world, he only lifted his antiquarian eyes and murmured
something in his dialect when Father Gonzaga went into the chicken coop and said good
morning to him in Latin. The parish priest had his first suspicion of an imposter when he
saw that he did not understand the language of God or know how to greet His ministers.
Then he noticed that seen close up he was much too human: he had an unbearable
smell of the outdoors, the back side of his wings was strewn with parasites and his main
feathers had been mistreated by terrestrial winds, and nothing about him measured up
to the proud dignity of angels. Then he came out of the chicken coop and in a brief
sermon warned the curious against the risks of being ingenuous. He reminded them that
the devil had the bad habit of making use of carnival tricks in order to confuse the
unwary. He argued that if wings were not the essential element in determining the
different between a hawk and an airplane, they were even less so in the recognition of
angels. Nevertheless, he promised to write a letter to his bishop so that the latter would
write his primate so that the latter would write to the Supreme Pontiff in order to get
the final verdict from the highest courts.

His prudence fell on sterile hearts. The news of the captive angel spread with
such rapidity that after a few hours the courtyard had the bustle of a marketplace and
they had to call in troops with fixed bayonets to disperse the mob that was about to
knock the house down. Elisenda, her spine all twisted from sweeping up so much
marketplace trash, then got the idea of fencing in the yard and charging five cents
admission to see the angel.

The curious came from far away. A traveling carnival arrived with a flying acrobat
who buzzed over the crowd several times, but no one paid any attention to him because
his wings were not those of an angel but, rather, those of a sidereal bat. The most
unfortunate invalids on earth came in search of health: a poor woman who since
childhood has been counting her heartbeats and had run out of numbers; a Portuguese
man who couldn’t sleep because the noise of the stars disturbed him; a sleepwalker

who got up at night to undo the things he had done while awake; and many others with
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less serious ailments. In the midst of that shipwreck disorder that made the earth
tremble, Pelayo and Elisenda were happy with fatigue, for in less than a week they had
crammed their rooms with money and the line of pilgrims waiting their turn to enter still
reached beyond the horizon.

The angel was the only one who took no part in his own act. He spent his time
trying to get comfortable in his borrowed nest, befuddled by the hellish heat of the oil
lamps and sacramental candles that had been placed along the wire. At first they tried
to make him eat some mothballs, which, according to the wisdom of the wise neighbor
woman, were the food prescribed for angels. But he turned them down, just as he
turned down the papal lunches that the pentinents brought him, and they never found
out whether it was because he was an angel or because he was an old man that in the
end ate nothing but eggplant mush. His only supernatural virtue seemed to be patience.
Especially during the first days, when the hens pecked at him, searching for the stellar
parasites that proliferated in his wings, and the cripples pulled out feathers to touch
their defective parts with, and even the most merciful threw stones at him, trying to get
him to rise so they could see him standing. The only time they succeeded in arousing
him was when they burned his side with an iron for branding steers, for he had been
motionless for so many hours that they thought he was dead. He awoke with a start,
ranting in his hermetic language and with tears in his eyes, and he flapped his wings a
couple of times, which brought on a whirlwind of chicken dung and lunar dust and a gale
of panic that did not seem to be of this world. Although many thought that his reaction
had not been one of rage but of pain, from then on they were careful not to annoy him,
because the majority understood that his passivity was not that of a hero taking his ease
but that of a cataclysm in repose.

Father Gonzaga held back the crowd’s frivolity with formulas of maidservant
inspiration while awaiting the arrival of a final judgment on the nature of the captive.
But the mail from Rome showed no sense of urgency. They spent their time finding out
if the prisoner had a navel, if his dialect had any connection with Aramaic, how many

times he could fit on the head of a pin, or whether he wasn’t just a Norwegian with
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wings. Those meager letters might have come and gone until the end of time if a
providential event had not put and end to the priest’s tribulations.

It so happened that during those days, among so many other carnival attractions,
there arrived in the town the traveling show of the woman who had been changed into
a spider for having disobeyed her parents. The admission to see her was not only less
than the admission to see the angel, but people were permitted to ask her all manner of
guestions about her absurd state and to examine her up and down so that no one would
ever doubt the truth of her horror. She was a frightful tarantula the size of a ram and
with the head of a sad maiden. What was most heartrending, however, was not her
outlandish shape but the sincere affliction with which she recounted the details of her
misfortune. While still practically a child she had sneaked out of her parents’ house to
go to a dance, and while she was coming back through the woods after having danced
all night without permission, a fearful thunderclap rent the sky in two and through the
crack came the lightning bolt of brimstone that changed her into a spider. Her only
nourishment came from the meatballs that charitable souls chose to toss into her
mouth. A spectacle like that, full of so much human truth and with such a fearful lesson,
was bound to defeat without even trying that of a haughty angel who scarcely deigned
to look at mortals. Besides, the few miracles attributed to the angel showed a certain
mental disorder, like the blind man who didn’t recover his sight but grew three new
teeth, or the paralytic who didn’t get to walk but almost won the lottery, and the leper
whose sores sprouted sunflowers. Those consolation miracles, which were more like
mocking fun, had already ruined the angel’s reputation when the woman who had been
changed into a spider finally crushed him completely. That was how Father Gonzaga was
cured forever of his insomnia and Pelayo’s courtyard went back to being as empty as
during the time it had rained for three days and crabs walked through the bedrooms.

The owners of the house had no reason to lament. With the money they saved
they built a two-story mansion with balconies and gardens and high netting so that
crabs wouldn’t get in during the winter, and with iron bars on the windows so that

angels wouldn’t get in. Pelayo also set up a rabbit warren close to town and gave up his
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job as a bailiff for good, and Elisenda bought some satin pumps with high heels and
many dresses of iridescent silk, the kind worn on Sunday by the most desirable women
in those times. The chicken coop was the only thing that didn’t receive any attention. If
they washed it down with creolin and burned tears of myrrh inside it every so often, it
was not in homage to the angel but to drive away the dungheap stench that still hung
everywhere like a ghost and was turning the new house into an old one. At first, when
the child learned to walk, they were careful that he not get too close to the chicken
coop. But then they began to lose their fears and got used to the smell, and before they
child got his second teeth he’d gone inside the chicken coop to play, where the wires
were falling apart. The angel was no less standoffish with him than with the other
mortals, but he tolerated the most ingenious infamies with the patience of a

dog who had no illusions. They both came down with the chicken pox at the same time.
The doctor who took care of the child couldn’t resist the temptation to listen to the
angel’s heart, and he found so much whistling in the heart and so many sounds in his
kidneys that it seemed impossible for him to be alive. What surprised him most,
however, was the logic of his wings. They seemed so natural on that completely human
organism that he couldn’t understand why other men didn’t have them too.

When the child began school it had been some time since the sun and rain had
caused the collapse of the chicken coop. The angel went dragging himself about here
and there like a stray dying man. They would drive him out of the bedroom with a
broom and a moment later find him in the kitchen. He seemed to be in so many places
at the same time that they grew to think that he’d be duplicated, that he was
reproducing himself all through the house, and the exasperated and unhinged Elisenda
shouted that it was awful living in that hell full of angels. He could scarcely eat and his
antiquarian eyes had also become so foggy that he went about bumping into posts. All
he had left were the bare cannulae of his last feathers. Pelayo threw a blanket over him
and extended him the charity of letting him sleep in the shed, and only then did they
notice that he had a temperature at night, and was delirious with the tongue twisters of

an old Norwegian. That was one of the few times they became alarmed, for they
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thought he was going to die and not even the wise neighbor woman had been able to
tell them what to do with dead angels.

And yet he not only survived his worst winter, but seemed improved with the
first sunny days. He remained motionless for several days in the farthest corner of the
courtyard, where no one would see him, and at the beginning of December some large,
stiff feathers began to grow on his wings, the feathers of a scarecrow, which looked
more like another misfortune of decreptitude. But he must have known the reason for
those changes, for he was quite careful that no one should notice them, that no one
should hear the sea chanteys that he sometimes sang under the stars. One morning
Elisenda was cutting some bunches of onions for lunch when a wind that seemed to
come from the high seas blew into the kitchen. Then she went to the window and
caught the angel in his first attempts at flight. They were so clumsy that his fingernails
opened a furrow in the vegetable patch and he was on the point of knocking the shed
down with the ungainly flapping that slipped on the light and couldn’t get a grip on the
air. But he did manage to gain altitude. Elisenda let out a sigh of relief, for herself and
for him, when she watched him pass over the last houses, holding himself up in some
way with the risky flapping of a senile vulture. She kept watching him even when she
was through cutting the onions and she kept on watching until it was no longer possible
for her to see him, because then he was no longer an annoyance in her life but an

imaginary dot on the horizon of the sea.

(1968)
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